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In late January, President Vicente Fox's administration launched the Banco Nacional del Ahorro y
Servicios Financieros (BANSEFI) to regulate and support informal savings cooperatives and credit
unions, known as cajas de ahorro. Administration sources said BANSEFI, created with financial
support from the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) and the World Bank, will replace the
Patronato del Ahorro Nacional, which was created in 1993 (see SourceMex, 1993-11-03).
The cajas de ahorro hold the funds of more than 2.3 million depositors, mostly low-income residents
of small communities and rural areas. These institutions, created in the 1940s primarily by church
groups, attracted depositors by offering interest rates that were two or three times higher than those
available from commercial banks. But they were not subject to government regulation, leaving them
vulnerable to fraud and mismanagement.
The most prominent case involved businessman Cirilo Ocampo Verdugo, who was arrested in
2000 after defrauding tens of thousands of depositors in informal credit unions he established in 25
states (see SourceMex, 2000-10-24). BANSEFI, created under guidelines approved by the Mexican
Congress in 2001, will implement several safeguards to prevent fraud. The Congress first became
involved in the issue in 2000, creating a special agency to reimburse depositors for some of the funds
lost to fraudulent credit unions (see SourceMex, 2000-12-20).
Bank to fund microcredits, provide other services
Javier Gavito Mohar, who was named director of the new institution, said BANSEFI would provide
increased protection to depositors and also offer new services, such as funding for microcredits
and health insurance for depositors. "Our mandate is to strengthen savings entities in rural and
urban areas throughout the country so they can better meet the needs of the people who do not have
access to financial services," said Gavito Mohar.
BANSEFI will also act as a distribution vehicle for government subsidies through the Programa de
Apoyos Directos al Campo (PROCAMPO) and the Programa de Salud, Educacion y Alimentacion
(PROGRESA). "We are also looking to create new vehicles to provide development loans and any
other related government service," Gavito added.
But some critics said BANSEFI is not an adequate substitute for the cajas de ahorro, which are easy
to set up and operate because of the lack of regulation. The cost of operating BANSEFI, said federal
Deputy Manuel Duarte of the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD), will lower the
interest rate paid to depositors and also boost the costs of available financial services. "Rather than
encourage people to save money it will drive up costs and discourage them," Duarte told the Mexico
City English-language daily newspaper The News.
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BANSEFI seeks to attract remittances from expatriates
BANSEFI is also looking to attract between 5% and 8% of the remittances sent back by Mexican
expatriates working and residing in the US and other countries. This would amount to 13.5 billion
pesos (US$1.5 billion). Remittances from expatriates totaled only US$6.5 billion in 2000, but were
expected to increase in 2001 despite a US economic slowdown that has reduced the number of
jobs in the service industries, where many Mexicans are employed (see SourceMex, 2001-02-04).
BANSEFI officials said the states that would benefit most are Zacatecas, Durango, Guanajuato,
Jalisco, Michoacan, and San Luis Potosi, which send the largest percentage of workers to the US.
BANSEFI officials said the institution could also provide some benefits for expatriates. "We would
also like BANSEFI to offer increased competition for the companies that have traditionally handled
remittances, which would have the effect of reducing the cost of commissions," said BANSEFI
official Eduardo Martinez Leyva.
But some critics argue the Fox administration is being overly optimistic regarding the percentage of
remittances that will actually be placed in BANSEFI. They contend a large share of the remittances
will not end up in savings, but will be spent on daily needs. "The money sent to people in the
countryside is used for survival," said deputy Jaime Rodriguez Lopez of the long-governing Partido
Revolucionario Institucional (PRI).
Some concerns were raised that the creation of BANSEFI would mean the demise of the Banco
Nacional de Desarrollo Rural (BANRURAL), whose primary mission is to offer loans for agricultural
production. But Banrural director general Carlos Ruiz Galindo Terrazas said the two institutions
would complement each other rather than compete for deposits. "The focus and objectives of the
two institutions are different, so we won't have a duplication of functions," said Ruiz. (Sources:
Reuters, 01/22/02; La Jornada, Novedades, El Universal, 01/23/02; CNI en Linea, Notimex, The
News, 01/24/02; Milenio Diario, 01/23/02, 01/25/02; La Cronica de Hoy, 01/23/02, 01/28/02; Reforma,
01/23/02, 01/28/02, 02/04/02)
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